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(57) ABSTRACT 

A system for assisting the alignment of a hitch pin mounted 
on the rear of a vehicle With a hitch socket mounted on the 
front of a trailer. The system includes a camera mounted to the 
vehicle and positioned to capture an image rearWardly of the 
vehicle. A video display is contained Within the vehicle Which 
displays the image captured by the camera. A processor is 
also contained in the vehicle Which calculates a preferred path 
of travel of the vehicle to position the hitch pin in alignment 
With the hitch socket. The processor is programmed to pro 
vide instructions to an operator of the vehicle of the required 
steering to maintain the vehicle on the preferred path of travel. 
The processor recalculates the preferred path of travel When 
ever the vehicle veers from the preferred path of travel by a 
preset threshold. 

21 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets 
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SYSTEM FOR ASSISTING THE 
ATTACHMENT OF A TRAILER TO A 

VEHICLE 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

I. Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates generally to a system for 
assisting the attachment of a trailer having a hitch socket to 
the rear of a vehicle having a hitch pin. 

II. Description of Related Art 

Many automotive vehicles are used as toWing vehicles to 
toW trailers of one sort or another. For example, such toWing 
vehicles often toW boat trailers as Well as cargo trailers. 

Conventionally, these previously knoWn toWing vehicles 
are provided With a hitch pin mounted to the rear of the 
vehicle and usually aligned With the center line of the vehicle. 
The hitch pin may assume any of several shapes, but com 
monly is in the shape of a ball. 

The toWed trailer includes a hitch socket at the front end of 
the trailer. This hitch socket is complementary in shape to the 
hitch pin. Consequently, for a spherical hitch pin, the socket 
Will also be spherical in shape. 

In order to attach the trailer to the toWing vehicle, it is 
necessary that the hitch pin be inserted into the hitch socket. 
This is dif?cult to achieve since the operator of the automotive 
vehicle typically cannot see either the hitch pin or the hitch 
socket When attempting to align the hitch pin and hitch socket 
together. Often a second person outside the motor vehicle 
provides instructions to the operator of the vehicle in an 
attempt to align the hitch pin With the hitch socket. Even With 
a person outside the car directing the operator of the vehicle, 
often several different attempts are required before the proper 
alignment of the hitch pin and hitch socket is achieved. 

In order to facilitate the attachment of a trailer to a toWing 
vehicle, there have been a number of previously knoWn sys 
tems Which provide assistance to the operator of the vehicle. 
Many of these previously knoWn systems, furthermore, pro 
vide an optical image of the hitch to the operator of the vehicle 
as Well as driving instructions to the operator of the vehicle to 
facilitate the proper alignment of the hitch pin With the hitch 
socket. In some of these previously knoWn systems, a pre 
ferred path of travel of the vehicle hitch pin toWard the hitch 
socket is also displayed on the video screen so that the driver 
can steer the vehicle in an attempt to keep the hitch pin on the 
preferred path of travel. 

Despite the visual assistance provided by these previously 
knoWn systems to the operator of the vehicle, many operators 
of the vehicle are unable to carefully maintain the hitch pin 
along the preferred path of travel. This inability is due in large 
part to the fact that the vehicle is steered in the reverse direc 
tion. Such steering of the vehicle during rearWard travel is 
dif?cult for many drivers to perform accurately. 

Consequently, during a hitching operation even With these 
visually assisted previously knoWn systems, many drivers 
tend to veer from the preferred path of travel of the hitch pin 
toWard the hitch socket. When this occurs, the driver of the 
vehicle oftentimes over steers the vehicle in an attempt to 
correct the position of the hitch pin and return it to the pre 
ferred path of travel. This, hoWever, oftentimes results in 
overshooting the preferred path of travel to such a degree that 
it is necessary to drive the automotive vehicle forWardly and 
restart the hitching operation. 
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2 
SUMMARY OF THE PRESENT INVENTION 

The present invention provides a system for assisting in the 
alignment of a hitch pin mounted to an automotive vehicle to 
a hitch socket on a toWed trailer Which overcomes the above 
mentioned disadvantages of the previously knoWn systems. 

In brief, the system of the present invention comprises a 
camera Which is mounted to the vehicle such that the camera 
is positioned to capture an image rearWardly of the automo 
tive vehicle. Although the camera can be mounted anyWhere 
that is visible to the rear of the vehicle, preferably the camera 
is mounted substantially in alignment With the hitch pin at the 
rear of the vehicle. 
A video display is contained Within the interior of the 

vehicle. The image captured by the camera is fed as an input 
signal to the video display so that the hitch socket as Well as 
the hitch pin can be vieWed by the operator of the vehicle from 
Within the passenger compartment. 
The system further includes a processor Which is prefer 

ably a microprocessor Which receives a plurality of input 
signals. Preferably, the video display includes a touch screen 
so that the operator of the vehicle may indicate on the touch 
screen the precise position of the hitch socket as it is displayed 
on the video display. Once the position of the hitch socket has 
been identi?ed, the processor calculates a preferred path of 
the automotive vehicle to move the hitch pin in alignment 
With the hitch socket. This preferred path may assume several 
different shapes, such as an S shape, straight line, or curvi 
linear shape, and the desired shape may be selected and/or 
overridden by the operator of the vehicle through selection 
options displayed on the video display. 

After the preferred path of travel has been calculated by the 
processor, the processor generates output signals to the video 
display to shoW the preferred path of travel of the hitch pin, 
and thus of the vehicle, to properly align the hitch pin With the 
hitch socket. The operator of the automotive vehicle then 
steers the automotive vehicle around the preferred path of 
travel to align the hitch pin With the hitch socket. During this 
steering operation and rearWard travel of the motor vehicle, 
the processor optionally generates output signals to the video 
display instructing the vehicle operator of the direction and 
amount of steering needed to folloW the preferred path of 
travel. The processor may also generate an output signal to the 
video display indicative of the distance betWeen the trailer 
hitch pin and the trailer hitch socket. Alternatively, the pro 
cessor generates audible output signals to speakers, such as 
the radio speakers, contained Within the automotive vehicle of 
instructions of Which Way to steer the automotive vehicle as 
Well as the distance betWeen the hitch pin and the hitch socket. 
Whenever the operator of the automotive vehicle veers 

from the desired path of travel by a preset threshold, the 
processor recalculates the preferred path of travel of the 
vehicle hitch pin and displays this recalculated preferred path 
of travel on the video display. In this fashion, overcorrection 
of the steering of the automotive vehicle in an attempt to 
return the automotive vehicle to the original preferred path of 
travel is obviated. 
The present invention also includes many additional fea 

tures in the system to facilitate the attachment of a trailer to an 
automotive vehicle, including automatic steering of the 
vehicle, Which Will subsequently be described in greater 
detail. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 

A better understanding of the present invention Will be had 
upon reference to the folloWing detailed description When 
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read in conjunction With the accompanying drawing, wherein 
like reference characters refer to like parts throughout the 
several vieWs, and in Which: 

FIG. 1 is a diagrammatic vieW illustrating a preferred 
embodiment of the present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a screen vieW illustrating the operation of the 
present invention prior to a hitching operation; 

FIG. 3 is a Zoom vieW of the trailer hitch socket; 
FIG. 4 is a vieW similar to FIG. 2, but illustrating the screen 

shot after calculation of the preferred path of travel; 
FIG. 5 is a vieW similar to FIG. 4, but illustrating an 

intermediate point during the hitching operation; and 
FIG. 6 is a vieW similar to FIG. 4, but illustrating other 

optional displays on the video display. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF A PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT OF THE PRESENT INVENTION 

With reference ?rst to FIG. 1, an automotive vehicle 20 is 
illustrated having a hitch pin 22 attached to a rear end 24 of the 
vehicle 20. The hitch pin 22 in turn is adapted to cooperate 
With a hitch socket 26 mounted on a front end 28 of a trailer 
30. The trailer 30 is of the type used to haul cargo, such as 
boats and the like. 

Still referring to FIG. 1, a video display 32 is contained 
Within the interior of the vehicle 20 such that the video display 
32 is visible to the operator of the vehicle. Such video displays 
are oftentimes used for navigation systems and other pur 
poses. 
A video camera 34 is mounted to the vehicle 20 so that the 

video camera 34 provides a vieW rearWardly of the vehicle. 
Preferably, the camera 34 is mounted on the rear 24 of the 
vehicle and substantially aligned With the hitch pin 22. Con 
sequently, the rear image captured by the camera 34 includes 
the hitch pin 22. 

The output from the camera 34 is coupled as an input signal 
either directly to the video display 32 or through a processor 
36 contained Within the vehicle 20. This processor 36, Which 
is preferably microprocessor based, receives not only the 
image captured by the camera 34 as an input signal, but also 
other signals inputted by the operator of the vehicle. For 
example, the video display 32 is preferably a touch screen so 
that data or other information may be inputted by the vehicle 
operator through the touch screen to the processor 36. 

With reference noW to FIG. 2, an exemplary screen shot on 
the video display 32 is illustrated and contains both the trailer 
hitch 26 as Well as the hitch pin 22. In order to initiate the 
hitching operation, the vehicle operator identi?es the position 
of the hitch socket 26 by either touching the position of the 
hitch socket 26 on the touch screen 33 or moving crosshairs 
38 so that the crosshairs are aligned With the hitch socket 26. 

With reference noW to FIGS. 2 and 3, in order to facilitate 
the proper alignment of the crosshairs 38 With the hitch socket 
26, the operator may select a Zoom button 46 on the touch 
screen 33 Which causes the vieW at the crosshairs 38 to be 
Zoomed as shoWn in FIG. 3, the position of the crosshairs 38 
can then be manipulated by the vehicle operator as desired 
until precise alignment With the socket 26 is achieved. 

With reference noW to FIGS. 1 and 2, in order to alloW 
attachment of the trailer hitch pin 22 With the hitch socket 26 
at night, a lamp 50 or other illumination means is optionally 
attached to the automotive vehicle 20 to illuminate the hitch 
pin 22 and hitch socket 26. The activation of the illumination 
means 50 may be either automatic through light sensors or, 
optionally, by selection of a touch button 52 on the touch 
screen 33. 

With reference noW to FIG. 4, the operator of the vehicle 
optionally may select the shape of the path of travel of the 
vehicle 20 during the hitching operation. To this end, buttons 
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4 
40, 42 and 44 are displayed on the touch screen 33. Selection 
of the ?rst button 40 selects an S shape for the path of travel 
While the button 42 selects a straight line for the path of travel 
and button 44 selects an arc for the path of travel from the 
hitch pin 22 to the hitch socket 26. For example, upon selec 
tion of the S shape by touching the button 40 on the touch 
screen 33, a preferred path of travel 54 of the hitch pin 22 to 
the hitch socket 26 is calculated by the processor 36 and 
displayed on the screen 32. At this time, the operator of the 
vehicle drives the automotive vehicle 20 in reverse steering 
the automotive vehicle so that the hitch pin 22 folloWs the 
preferred path of travel 54 as close as possible. 

With reference noW to FIG. 5, in some situations, the driver 
of the automotive vehicle is unable to folloW the original 
preferred path of travel 54 and, instead, steers the vehicle until 
the hitch pin 22 reaches a position illustrated in phantom line 
at 22' in FIG. 5. Whenever the position of the hitch pin 22 
varies from the preferred path of travel 54 by more than a 
predetermined threshold, the processor 36 recalculates the 
path of travel as a neW path of travel 54'. This neW path of 
travel 54' is displayed on the video display 32 and eliminates 
the previously knoWn overcorrection of the vehicle operator 
When the hitch pin 22 deviates or veers from the path of travel 
54 by more than a de?ned threshold. Such recalculation of the 
preferred path of travel 54, furthermore, Will be iteratively 
repeated by the processor 36 as often as necessary until 
completion of the hitching operation. Furthermore the 
de?ned threshold may be selected by the user and preferable 
decreased as the distance betWeen the trailer and vehicle 
decrease. 

With reference noW to FIG. 6, during the hitching opera 
tion, the processor 36 preferably provides instructions to the 
operator of the vehicle to facilitate the hitching operation. For 
example, a video display 60 may be placed on the video 
display 32 to indicate the desired position of the steering 
Wheel and the steering angle. Alternatively, the processor 36 
may provide output signals to one or more speakers 64 (FIG. 
1) to provide audible instruction to the operator of the vehicle 
to achieve the hitching operation. 

Similarly, the processor 36 may output video information 
to the video display 32 of the distance betWeen the hitch pin 
22 and hitch socket 26 as shoWn at 66. Such a video display 
facilitates the hitching operation by alloWing the operator of 
the vehicle to more easily gauge the travel of the vehicle 
necessary to achieve the hitching operation. 

With reference again to FIG. 1, after the hitch pin 22 is 
aligned With the hitch socket 26, the processor 36 optionally 
actuates means 70 to raise the hitch pin 22 up into the hitch 
socket 26. Any conventional means, such as an air suspension 
system, may be used as the means 70 to elevate the hitch pin 
22 once aligned With the hitch socket 26. 

Still referring to FIG. 1, the automotive vehicle 20 is 
optionally equipped With electronic steering 72 Which 
enables the processor 36 to automatically control the vehicle 
steering 20 through the electronic steering 72. Consequently, 
in this embodiment of the invention, the processor 26 controls 
the vehicle steering 72 to maintain the hitch pin 22 along the 
preferred path of travel 54. 
As a still further option, in order to facilitate the alignment 

of the hitch pin With the hitch socket 26, an RFID tag 80 may 
be attached to the hitch socket 26 While an RFID transceiver 
82 is mounted to the vehicle 20. The RFID transceiver 82 
provides an output signal to the processor 36 indicative of the 
position of the RFID tag 80, and thus the position of the 
vehicle hitch socket, to facilitate the hitching operation. 

There are many modi?cations to the present invention 
Without deviating from the spirit of the invention. For 
example, although the hitch socket 26 has been described as 
identi?ed by the crosshairs 38 on the video display device 32, 
optionally pattern recognition may be used by the processor 
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36 to identify the hitch socket 26 from the image captured by 
the camera 34. Similarly, 3D laser or radar systems may be 
used to detect the position of the hitch socket 26. Likewise, 
sonar can also optionally be used to track the trailer hitch 
during the hitching operation. 

Similarly, other types of useful information may optionally 
be displayed on the display device 32 Without deviation from 
the spirit of the invention. For example, the camera vieW may 
be transformed and reversed for the convenience of the 
vehicle operator. Having described our invention, hoWever, 
many modi?cations thereto Will become apparent to those 
skilled in the art to Which it pertains Without deviation from 
the spirit of the invention as de?ned by the scope of the 
appended claims. 
We claim: 
1. A system for assisting the alignment of a hitch pin 

mounted on a rear of a vehicle With a hitch socket mounted on 

a front of a trailer comprising: 
a camera mounted to the vehicle, said camera positioned to 

capture an image rearWardly of the vehicle, 
a video display contained in the vehicle Which displays the 

image captured by the camera, 
a processor contained in the vehicle Which calculates a 

preferred path of travel of the vehicle to position the 
hitch pin in alignment With the hitch socket, said pro 
cessor programmed to provide instructions to an opera 
tor of the vehicle of the required steering to maintain the 
vehicle on the preferred path of travel, and said proces 
sor recalculating said preferred path of travel Whenever 
the vehicle veers from said preferred path of travel by a 
de?ned threshold. 

2. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 Wherein said proces 
sor provides said instructions by displaying said instructions 
on said video display. 

3. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 Wherein said proces 
sor provides said instructions by providing audible signals to 
the operator of the vehicle. 

4. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 and comprising 
means for selecting a predetermined path shape for said pre 
ferred path of travel. 

5. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 Wherein said proces 
sor displays said preferred path of travel on said video display. 

6. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 Wherein said video 
display includes a touch screen to input information to said 
processor, and said processor programmed to input a desired 
shape of the preferred path of travel from said touch screen. 

7. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 Wherein said video 
display includes a touch screen to input information to said 
processor, and said processor programmed to input the posi 
tion of the trailer hitch socket from said touch screen. 

8. The invention as de?ned in claim 7 and said processor 
programmed to display a Zoom image of the position of the 
trailer hitch socket. 

9. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 and comprising 
means for illuminating a rear vieW of the vehicle. 

10. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 Wherein said pro 
cessor is programmed to display the distance betWeen said 
hitch pin and said hitch socket on said video display. 

11. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 and comprising 
means for raising said hitch pin once aligned With the hitch 
socket. 

12. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 and comprising 
means for automatically steering the vehicle along said pre 
ferred path of travel. 
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13. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 and comprising an 

RFID tag mounted to the hitch socket and a cooperating RFID 
transceiver mounted to the vehicle, said RFID transceiver 
generating an output signal to said processor Which is used by 
said processor to calculate the preferred path of travel. 

14. The invention as de?ned in claim 1 Wherein said 
de?ned threshold is reduces as the distance betWeen the 
trailer and vehicle is reduced. 

15. The invention as de?ned in claim 14 Wherein said 
de?ned threshold is user selected. 

16. A system for assisting the alignment of a hitch pin 
mounted on a rear of a vehicle With a hitch socket mounted on 

a front of a trailer comprising: 
a camera mounted to the vehicle, said camera positioned to 

capture an image rearWardly of the vehicle, 
a video display contained in the vehicle Which displays the 

image captured by the camera, 
a processor contained in the vehicle Which calculates a 

preferred path of travel of the vehicle to position the 
hitch pin in alignment With the hitch socket, said pro 
cessor programmed to provide instructions to an opera 
tor of the vehicle of the required steering to maintain the 
vehicle on the preferred path of travel, and 

means for illuminating a rear vision of the vehicle. 
17. The invention as de?ned in claim 16 Wherein said 

illuminating means comprises a lamp. 
18. A system for assisting the alignment of a hitch pin 

mounted on a rear of a vehicle With a hitch socket mounted on 

a front of a trailer comprising: 
a camera mounted to the vehicle, said camera positioned to 

capture an image rearWardly of the vehicle, 
a video display contained in the vehicle Which displays the 

image captured by the camera, 
a processor contained in the vehicle Which calculates a 

preferred path of travel of the vehicle to position the 
hitch pin in alignment With the hitch socket, said pro 
cessor programmed to provide instructions to an opera 
tor of the vehicle of the required steering to maintain the 
vehicle on the preferred path of travel, and 

means for raising the hitch pin When the hitch pin is aligned 
With the hitch socket. 

19. The invention as de?ned in claim 18 Wherein said 
raising means comprises means for lifting the rear of the 
vehicle. 

20. The invention as de?ned in claim 18 Wherein said 
lifting means comprises an air suspension system on the 
vehicle. 

21. A system for assisting the alignment of a hitch pin 
mounted on a rear of a vehicle With a hitch socket mounted on 

a front of a trailer comprising: 
a camera mounted to the vehicle, said camera positioned to 

capture an image rearWardly of the vehicle, 
a video display contained in the vehicle Which displays the 

image captured by the camera, 
a processor contained in the vehicle Which calculates a 

preferred path of travel of the vehicle to position the 
hitch pin in alignment With the hitch socket, said pro 
cessor programmed to provide instructions to an opera 
tor of the vehicle of the required steering to maintain the 
vehicle on the preferred path of travel, and provide a 
Warning to the user if the vehicle veers from the said 
preferred path of travel by a de?ned threshold. 

* * * * * 


